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Forum
We'll never know the worth of water till the well go dry.
Scottish proverb
City Ecosystems
An ecosystem is traditionally defined as a
community of organisms functioning as an
ecological unit in nature. Ecologists often
study sites as far away from human influence
as possible to get closer to nature. Likewise,
when urban educators teach ecology, they
often take their students outside the cities to
study nature's ecosystems. However, leaving
the city limits may no longer be necessary as
both ecologists and urban educators begin to
look at cities as a part of nature, nurturing
their own ecosystems.
The goal of this new approach to eco-
logical study is an interdisciplinary under-
standing of the relationships between cities
and natural ecosystems. Alan Berkowitz,
head of the Education Program at the
Institute of Ecosystem Studies (IES) a
nonprofit research and education institution
in Millbrook, New York, whose focus is the
study and dissemination of knowledge
about ecosystems-says that researchers take
the same basic approach to the study of
both natural and urban ecosystems. The
difference lies in the studies' objectives and
foci. With urban ecosystems, the questions
are more people-centered. Berkowitz also
says that in a city it's hard to see the natur-
al aspects of the ecosystem, and in a forest
it's difficult to see the social aspects within
the ecosystem. The approach chosen
depends on the questions being asked,
Berkowitz explains.
Berkowitz also explains that the study
of city ecosystems is very similar to study-
ing a stream in a natural environment in
the sense that it's also a high throughput
system. Says Berkowitz, "It would be hard to
understand a stream by only studying what's
in it. By also studying what's going in and
out of it, you can obtain a more complete
understanding of how it functions." The
same is true ofurban environments. An IES
press release says that "interdisciplinary
systems thinking by scientists and citizens
alike may be necessary in the coming century
for life to be sustainable on this planet."
Understanding urban ecosystems was the
subject of a conference held at the IES on
27-29 April 1999. The conference was the
eighth in an IES series called the Cary
Conferences, which bring together for the
first time ecologists, economists, anthropol-
ogists, geographers, and top educational
leaders to develop strategies for better under-
standing cities as ecosystems. Conference
attendees included over 80 representatives
from the National Environmental Education
and Training Foundation, the National
Research Council of the National Science
Foundation, the National Aeronautics and
Space Administration, the United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization, the U.S. Department of
Education, and the National Forest Service,
as well as scientists and educators from
around the world.
Diana Wall, president ofthe Ecological
Society of America in Fort Collins,
Colorado, and director of the Natural
Resource Ecology Laboratory of Colorado
State University, says, "The Cary Confer-
ences have been extremely important in
focusing science on new, emerging fields in
ecology, bringing together notable scientists
in a process ofassessment and synthesis that
is unique among conferences."
Other research efforts have already
added to the urban ecosystems trend. The
National Science Foundation recently
added two urban ecology projects to their
Long-Term Ecological Research effort to
fund environmental research. This pro-
gram has 18 sites around the United States
dedicated to the focused study of ecologi-
cal changes over time. The two new pro-
jects are seeking public help in monitoring
the urban environment. For example,
teenagers will help scientists interpret satel-
lite images of the city by identifying trees
on computer maps ofthe city.
Speaking of the focus on cities as
ecosystems, Berkowitz says, "Our challenge
is to understand these novel in evolu-
tionary terms-and increasingly universal
systems so that we can make them healthy
places for all living things that dwell there,
and so we can integrate them with the
fewest possible impacts into other ecosys-
tems, both nearby and distant, that they
are linked to." -Lindsey A. Greene
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